The Ripple Effect of Ahimsa: Gandhi’s Beliefs in Action

by Alex Supron

Editor’s Preface: This essay, by 8th grader Alex Supron, won 1st place in the annual 2012-2013 Gandhi Essay Contest, held by the University of Rhode Island Center for Peace and Nonviolence Studies. The contest is held annually for all Rhode Island 8th graders. That year there were 88 entries and 21 finalists; Alex was a student at St. Michael’s Country Day school in Newport, Rhode Island. Please see the Editor’s Note at the end for links and further information. JG

“Service is not possible unless it is rooted in love and ahimsa. The best way to find yourself is to lose yourself in service to others.” This was a tenet of Mahatma Gandhi, one of the greatest leaders in history. Gandhi believed that by living a life focused beyond your own personal needs you are able to better serve humanity and make the world a better place.

He was not alone in these beliefs. Many great leaders throughout history have touted the importance of serving others. Confucius said: “He who wishes to secure the good of others, has already secured his own”. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. was greatly inspired by Gandhi’s philosophy of nonviolence and belief in the importance and satisfaction of serving. He felt that if the world were to change it would take the efforts of many: “ Everybody can be great because anybody can serve.”

Never has this philosophy been more relevant than today. With the weakening of the global economy, the need for help is greater than ever. There are many people without jobs, children who are hungry, and people without medical services or the basic things needed to get by in life. In order for the world to be in better balance these needs have to be met. It is our duty as a society to help others. As individuals we can each do this in our own way, and hope that our actions ripple out and encourage others to do the same.

Serving others can start at the smallest level. An action as simple as donating your outgrown clothes or unused toys demonstrates an act of compassion. That action becomes even more powerful when people work together. At St. Michael’s, we often hold food drives and fundraisers, and collect donations benefiting local charities. Gandhi believed that as you serve others, not only do you serve yourself, but you come to learn about yourself and how your deeds can change a life. When asked by a friend if his objective to serve was purely humanitarian, Gandhi replied: “I am here to serve no one else but myself, to find my own self-realization through the service of these village folk”. He realized that helping others doesn’t always start altruistically. I experienced this personally. Our school requires us to put in 20 hours of community service during the summer after seventh grade. I chose to perform my service at the Community Farm in Jamestown [Rhode Island]. At first, I wasn’t enamored with the idea of digging in the dirt, planting seeds or weeding the long beds. But as I spent time there, I realized how much I was helping others through my efforts. I began to look forward to the days I was working there alongside people from my community, and I continued working at the farm long after my community service hours had been met. It was very rewarding to see that by working together we were able to grow 16,000 pounds of vegetables, which fed hundreds of people. What started out as something I resisted became something that gave me great internal satisfaction. I learned that through my little efforts I could help make others’ lives easier.

The idea of serving can work on a grander scale as well. Gandhi encouraged people to “recall the face of the poorest and weakest man whom you have seen and ask yourself if the next step you contemplate is going to be of any use to him.” We must understand the real needs of others and put our efforts into things that really help them. A friend of our family went to Ghana on a small project to help children learn to read. Her mother was so moved by her daughter’s stories that she put together a plan to build the area’s first library. She secured book donations and free freight on book shipments to make this happen. More family members got involved. One of them has started an organization in Ghana to help women make and sell their own jewelry, so that they can achieve financial independence. The grandfather, a professor at Providence College,  learned of the sanitation crisis in Ghana and developed an inexpensive, stand-alone toilet stall that uses very little water and can be purchased by individuals or shared by a village. The project won a grant from the Gates Foundation, which will enable him to produce more toilets for Ghana. This one family has improved the lives of many through their efforts.

A good deed can ripple out in many ways; not only through its effect on those being served, but by encouraging others to serve. I believe that if people were to live by Gandhi’s ideals the world would be a better place.

EDITOR’S NOTE: The following is the Statement  of Purpose from the website of the University of Rhode Island Center for Nonviolence & Peace Studies, formed in 1998 “by a group of three faculty and staff – Professor Charles Collyer, Abu Bakr, and Professor Art Stein, who shared a common interest in promoting and studying approaches to addressing conflict through nonviolence. As this concept developed they met and discussed the idea with Dr. Bernard Lafayette, a renowned civil rights activist who had been conducting nonviolence trainings in Providence. Subsequently, with the support of then URI president Robert Carothers, Dr. LaFayette was appointed as a distinguished scholar at the university. The vision was broadened to include nonviolence and peace, resulting in the Center for Nonviolence & Peace Studies.” We are grateful to their director, Dr. Paul Bueno de Mesquita, and to Alex Supron for permission. Please consult their website for further information.

http://web.uri.edu/nonviolence/
Caption

Photo courtesy of Alex Supron, web.uri.edu/nonviolence/gandhiessay2012-2013/

